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A national teachers strike involving 50,000 primary, secondary, and university teachers is now in
its third week and has halted instruction in the nation's public schools. The strike began on July 17
and spread to other public- employee unions. The teachers are protesting changes in their pension
system that the legislature recently approved as part of a broad economic reform package. President
Jose Maria Figueres's administration and leaders of the opposition Partido Unidad Social Cristiana
(PUSC) agreed on July 28 to join forces in passing the economic reform package, which was stalled
for over a year in the legislature.
Among other things, the reforms will increase the value-added tax (impuesto al valor agregado,
IVA) by 5% and attempt to drastically reduce the fiscal deficit from 8.2% of GDP to 1% of GDP
during the current year (see NotiSur, 07/06/95). Figueres is counting on deep cuts in the public
payroll for a major portion of the deficit reduction. Massive layoffs in government agencies and
in government-owned businesses slated for privatization, plus cuts in the cost of public school
teachers' pensions, are crucial to the deficit reduction plan. The new law on pensions will raise
the teachers' contribution to the pension fund from 7% to 8% of their salaries while reducing the
government's contribution from 7% to .25%. The law also requires teachers to complete 30 years of
service instead of the 20 years previously required to become eligible for a pension.
The legislature quickly took up the pension section of the reform package after union
representatives in April walked out of negotiations with the administration over the proposed
changes. Lawmakers approved the bill during the July school vacation, and the teachers' unions
immediately called an "indefinite" strike to begin July 17 when classes were to resume. The
teachers' unions, grouped under the Frente de Organizaciones Magisteriales (FOM), want Figueres
to veto the new pension law. But a veto is unlikely. The president maintains that the pension fund
is running a deficit of US$72 million this year and that the shortfall is expected to climb to US$230
million by the year 1998. The teachers' unions tried to turn their walkout into a general strike by
tapping into widespread discontent among public-sector workers over the cutbacks and layoffs
resulting from the economic reforms.
Several partial and short-term strikes took place, but these were mostly in the government agencies
slated for elimination under the economic reforms. The workers' umbrella union, Federacion de
Trabajadores de Limon (FETRAL), in the Caribbean province of Limon, struck on July 26 over
unemployment and general economic conditions in the province. However, port activities did not
shut down in either the Pacific or Caribbean ports. To date, the teachers' strike has not become
generalized nor have any other major government operations or industries in the private sector
been paralyzed. The government has tried to force an end to the strike by refusing to negotiate
directly with the unions until the teachers return to their classrooms. "We will sit down at the
negotiating table when classes have started again," said Figueres. Teachers, on the other hand,
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demand direct talks with the president, saying they are not willing to resume negotiations with
Labor Minister Farid Ayales or Public Education Minister Eduardo Doryan, who conducted the
negotiations that collapsed in April.
At first Figueres had refused to participate personally in negotiations, though he offered to discuss
possibilities for softening the impact of the pension law changes. The changes themselves, Figueres
said, are not negotiable. Despite Figueres's new willingness to negotiate with the unions, he has left
the strike leaders with little to negotiate. FOM strategists want much more than a reversal of the
pension changes. They also want to force the administration to back down on other crucial elements
in the economic reform package that are part and parcel of the plan agreed on in the Figueres pact
with the PUSC. Two weeks into the strike, Labor Minister Ayales said he was seeking new contacts
with union leaders and expected some results in a matter of days. However, the administration has
shown no signs of making concessions on the central issue of pensions and appears to be preparing
for a protracted strike. For example, the Education Ministry is developing plans to use television and
newspapers to give school lessons for the remainder of the school year.
Stepping up the pressure on the strikers, Figueres announced on Aug. 1 that striking demonstrators
would not be allowed to block highways. Furthermore, teachers have received only half-pay for the
month of July, though Education Minster Doryan said 9,600 teachers who showed up for classes
during the month will receive full pay. "Today, teachers who are not working received half-pay
because no one should think that in this country you get paid when you don't work," said Figueres
on July 27. Doryan announced that striking teachers will not be paid at all in August. By docking
striking teachers' pay, the government expects to save US$1.1 million per day. This money will go
into a special fund to cover the cost of providing alternate means of teaching the nation's 700,000
pupils while the strike continues. [Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 07/20/95;
Agence France-Presse, 07/15/95, 07/17/95, 07/20/95, 07/22/95, 07/25/95, 07/27/95; Tico Times (Costa
Rica), 07/21/95, 07/28/95; La Nacion (Costa Rica), 07/25/95, 07/27/95, 07/28/95]
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